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ETHICS OF COLLECTIVE BARGAINING1 A British View
Wage-Earners in Britain who have brought thought to bear upon the conditions of their employment have long been convinced that organization of the workers and collective contracts for the sale of labor were essential securities for a living wage and other elements of economic welfare. It was no social theory which brought this demand for collective bargaining to the forefront of labor policy, but the plain teaching of experience which led the individual worker to perceive the disadvantages of a forced sale of his productive energy to a wealthy buyer who was under less pressure to buy than he to sell, and who usually could drive down the price by reason of an over-supply in the labor market.
Under the pressure of this teaching, labor in many of our leading industries, mines, railways, docks, engineering shops, textile factories, printing works, etc., became so well-organized that bargaining between the unions and the organizations of the employers became the normal and accepted method of labor-contract. In many of these industries, there would remain a minority of unorganized workers forming non-union shops, or surviving as a negligible factor in strongly unionized businesses. Similarly on the side of the employers, there were firms which persistently stood out of the Association, insisting on the right! and practice of special wage and other arrangements with their employees. This right of "free labor," or as it is called in America, the "open shop," was maintained even in the well-organized industries by an ever-dwindling minority of business. In less-organized trades, particularly where women and low-skilled men were largely employed, it had a stronger basis of survival.
And yet it would, I think, be a just generalization to assert that by the year 1914 (the great dividing line in modern history) the idea of individual labor-contracts as an equitable and socially-defensible method of getting labor for industry had become obsolete. In the case of skilled and well-organized trades it had been voluntarily displaced by collective bargaining of groups of employers and employed devising regular and elab-
1By J. A. Hobson.    The Standard.    6:73-6.    November,  1919.